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	 There was a convocation talk on March 2 here in Oberlin and 
never in my life have two amazing people with such good intentions 
depressed me so thoroughly. The two people in question were David 
Orr, Oberlin environmental activist and Elizabeth Kolbert, a journalist 
for the New Yorker. Dr. Orr has an incredible background in both 
environmental studies and international politics, and is the executive 
director of the Oberlin Project, our campus effort to improve the 
sustainability of our campus. Ms. Kolbert is a Pulitzer Prize winner and 
advocate for communication about scientific issues of global importance. 
When Elizabeth and David walked onstage, I was both excited and sad. I 
knew that I was about to receive opinions and facts from two of the most 
reliable sources available, but I knew that nothing would be good.
	 I could spend time listing for you the facts that they shared that 
night. I could tell you that, for us to meet our (incredibly depressing) 
goal of keeping the warming of our planet to just two degrees celcius, 
we would have had to stop carbon emissions a long time ago. I could 
mention that, as described in Ms. Kolbert’s book The Sixth Extinction, 
we are facing a massive crisis of biodiversity on our planet. Coastal cities 
are destined to drown, land locked cities are destined to burn. There is 
a reason that climate change is one of the most significant bummers of 
our lifetime, a reason that it ranks alongside war and poverty on the list 
of “fun party conversation topics.” We know the facts, or we have at least 
heard the doomsday prophecies. What, then, is the next step? What can 
we do, other than completely freak out? 
	 The answer is, according to both Elizabeth and David, “I don’t 
have the answers.” Now, for an anxious college student seeking reassurance, 
this was not the most fun to hear. I immediately started worrying about 
whether I had left the lights on in my dorm room, and so I nearly missed 
the greater message that this conversation sent. Truthfully, climate change 
is too big a topic for one night in Finney Chapel. It can’t be fully described 
or solved by just two people, even by two such determined and brilliant 
people. Climate change is, as Ms. Kolbert put it, “a symptom of the fact 

that people change the world.” So at risk of sounding like an admissions 
pamphlet, I have to conclude that we have no choice but to continue 
to change the world and to change it for the better. We cannot wait for 
Elizabeth and David to solve this problem for us. We cannot count on 
some future crop of reasonable and educated politicians to implement 
the perfect policy initiative. We cannot wait for technology to deliver us 
the perfect energy messiah. When faced with such a massive problem, we 
cannot expect to solve it alone. We can only try to do many small things, 
and hope that we as a species still have the unprecedented ability to enact 
enormous change upon the world. 
	 Also, as individuals, we can start buying up real estate in the 
Great Lakes area. With the coming catastrophe, Cleveland and Detroit 
will soon be the place to be. 

Elizabeth 
Kolbert
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By Willa Kerkhoff

Though it might be nice 
to imagine there once was 
a time when man lived in 
harmony with nature, it’s not 
clear that he ever really did.

- Elizabeth Kolbert, 
  The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History

“

“

Elizabeth Kolbert is a staff writer for the New Yorker. 
Her series on global warming, titled “The Climate 
Man,” wan an award from the American Assocition 
for the Advancement of Science. Her articles on the 
enviroment grew into Field Notes from a Catastrophe: 
Man Nature, and Climate Change, which was later 
chosen as one of the 100 Notable Books of the Year by 
the New York Times Book Review. Her recent novel, 
The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History, won the 
2015 Pulitzer Price for General Nonfiction

hen my mom bought me a Nalgene water bottle a few 
years ago, I left the BPA-free sticker it came with on the 
side. It stayed there for the next few years even after the 
sticker turned brown from exposure to farm summer 
camps and the daily grime of high school. I was too lazy 

to take it off and the sticker seemed to make my bottle a novelty – older 
water bottles didn’t have a sticker like mine. But even though I was proud 
of my sticker, I didn’t know what BPA was. 
	 BPA stands for Bisphenol A, which was used to make plastics 
starting in the 1960s. BPA was and is in almost every plastic product 
because it is used to make polycarbonate plastic, a plastic that is both 
clear and tough. But BPA is also an endocrine disruptor, a xenoestrogen, 
known to have negative impacts on human health. As a xenoestrogen, 
BPA mimics a naturally occurring hormone in your body, estrogen. 
A xenoestrogen, like BPA, can disrupt the synthesis, metabolism, and 
binding of estrogens naturally present in your body. Estrogen plays a 
key role in the body, in everything from puberty to bone development, 
which means that a xenoestrogen can wreak havoc. Because of its role as 
a xenoestrogen, BPA has been declared a developmental and reproductive 
toxicant for adults and children. 
	 Why should BPA in a plastic container impact the safety of 

its contents? It shouldn’t, but BPA from the 
container can leach into the container’s 
contents. This transfer happens even 
more quickly when the container is 
microwaved or put in the dishwasher 
and the plastic begins to break down. 
	 Today, most plastic products, like 

my water bottle, are marketed as 
BPA free, in an effort to show 

that plastic products are 
safe. This emphasis on BPA-
free products is the result 
of several studies that were 

released in the 1990s about the 
health effects of BPA. Coupled 
with consumer outcry, these 

studies ultimately led to the banning of BPA in baby products starting in 
2008 and led many producers to phase out BPA from their products. 
	 So I don’t have to worry about BPA exposure; my water bottle 
is BPA free, right? Wrong. BPA is still used to coat the inside of cans and 
other food packaging materials. BPA is also in a product that we all come 
into daily contact with – receipts. Thermal receipt paper, the kind found 
in almost every cash register, uses BPA as a developer to make the print 
visible.  A study published in Plos One in 2014 showed that handling 
receipts results in a spike in BPA blood and urine levels. In the study, 
researchers replicated a scenario that frequently plays out at a fast food 
restaurants: subjects were instructed to use hand sanitizer, handle receipts 
and eat French fries. When subjects used hand sanitizer before handling 
receipts they had higher levels of BPA present on their hands and in their 
blood compared to subjects who handled the receipts with dry hands. 
Hand sanitizer led to higher BPA exposure because some types of hand 
sanitizer and lotions contain dermal penetration enhancing chemicals, 
chemicals that increase the absorption of lipophilic or lipid dissolving 
compounds, such as BPA. Another study in Environmental Science and 
Technology showed that individuals with high occupational exposure to 
BPA (e.g. waiters or sales clerks) had higher levels of BPA in urine than 
workers not in those industries. Clearly, avoiding BPA isn’t as simple as 
buying a new water bottle. It is present in a variety of different products 
that we come into contact with every day. The receipt I am given before I 
am handed my lunch or the receipt the teller puts in the grocery bag, right 
on top of my family’s food, has BPA on it. BPA seems to be unavoidable. 
	 Even though I come into contact with BPA through a variety 
of sources, at least I’m not ingesting a xenoestrogen when I use my water 
bottle, right? Wrong again. Many “BPA-Free” products actually contain 
other estrogen-mimicking compounds such as Bisphenol S or Bisphenol 
F. Very little is known about BPS and BPF, but given their structural 
similarities to BPA many scientists believe they may have similar negative 
health effects.
	 I encounter BPA everywhere, everyday. It’s in the water bottle I 
drink out of and the receipts I am given at every store. So how can I avoid 
it? The best way to avoid BPA is to be an informed consumer. I opt not 
to print a receipt or to have the receipt sent by email. And I switched to 
a metal water bottle. My old Nalgene water bottle that came with me to 
so many camps and followed me through high school doesn’t sit in the 
side pocket of my backpack anymore. Although these changes may seem 
insignificant, I’ve at least lowered my exposure. 
	 Lastly when producers learn that customers prefer a product 

BPA, BPS or BPF-free product, some of them respond. 
Recently, a local grocery store in my hometown switched 
from using thermal receipt paper with BPA to one without 
it. That means when my family gets groceries the receipt the 
teller puts in the bag, right on top of our food, doesn’t get 
BPA all over the food. Although the chain stores in the area 

haven’t switched yet, I’m hopeful. One grocery store’s switch 
proves that consumers and producers have a voice.
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